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Social Network Sites (SNSs) have become a pervasive 
part of people’s everyday lives, the implications of 
their use need to be investigated and understood. We 
conducted a systematic literature review to lay the 
groundwork for understanding the relationship 
between SNS use and psychological distress. The 
review included articles published between 2003 and 
2020, extracted from major academic databases. 
Findings revealed that the use of SNSs use can be 
associated to psychological distress. This study shows 
the factors such as depressive rumination, narcissistic 
behavior, excessive and unsupervised SNS use that 
mediate this relationship. 
Keywords: Systematic literature review, social 
network sites, psychological distress.  
1. Introduction  
Social Network Sites (SNSs) are “web-based 
communication platforms with three distinct 
characteristics: (1) user profiles are unique and created 
through user-provided content and content provided 
by other users, (2) the network connections between 
individuals are visible and can be navigated through 
by other users, and (3) individuals can broadcast 
content and consume and interact with content 
contributed by others in a continuous stream of 
information” [1]. The explosive growth of SNSs has 
made SNS use and its consequences increasingly 
popular topics for research. SNS could be regarded as 
a ‘double-edged sword’.  
Studies have investigated the positive and 
negative impact of SNSs use on users’ health outcome 
[2], however considerable disagreement exists about 
the impact of SNS use on users’ mental health. While 
some studies have shown SNSs enable users to obtain, 
informational, emotional, network and esteem support 
and consequently experience better mental health and  
 
 
psychological wellbeing [3,4], others have shown 
miscommunications and maladaptive behaviors on 
SNS can negatively impact users’ mental health and 
lead to psychological distress in terms of anxiety, 
depression and loneliness [5]. 
 Understanding the impact of SNS users on users 
has become a priority due to a simultaneous increase 
in mental health problems [6]. As SNS use has become 
part of people’s daily activities introducing the 
potential positive and negative impact of SNS use on 
users’ mental health would be a major advance. 
 
A recent systematic literature review have been 
conducted to lay the groundwork for understanding the 
relationship between the use of SNSs and users’ 
psychological well-being [2]. However, our 
understanding of the relationship between the use of 
SNSs and users’ psychological distress remains partial 
[6].  
Psychological distress is a general term used to 
describe unpleasant feelings or emotions that impact 
individual’s level of functioning. In other words, it is 
psychological discomfort that interferes with activities 
of daily living. Depression, anxiety, loneliness and 
sadness are manifestations of psychological distress 
[7]. Psychological distress is a subjective experience. 
That is, the severity of psychological distress is 
dependent upon the situation and how we perceive it. 
We can think of psychological distress as a continuum 
with 'mental health' and 'mental illness' at opposing 
ends. Psychological distress can be thought of as a 
maladaptive response to a stressful situation and 
occurs when external events or stressors place 
demands upon us that we are unable to cope with [7]. 
This study considered depression, anxiety, loneliness 
and sadness as indexes of psychological distress. 
 
The research presented in this paper aimed to 
determine what is already known about the 
relationship between the use of SNSs and 






psychological distress of users, synthesize the current 
research evidence, inform policy and practice and 
propose an agenda for future studies on this topic. In 
particular, our systematic literature review was 
designed to answer the question: (i) What SNS 
platforms have been studied? (ii) How SNSs and 
users’ psychological distress were measured? (iii) 
What are the mediators of the relationship between 
SNS use and psychological distress?  
The remainder of this article is organized as 
follows. Section two describes our methods, results are 
outlined in section three, section four contains 
recommendations for future studies, and our 
conclusions are presented in section five.  
 
2. Method 
Standard Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines were used to guide our systematic review of 
relevant peer-reviewed literature [8].  
 
Eligibility criteria. We applied a set of inclusion 
and exclusion criteria for identifying studies that 
provide direct and clear evidence about the 
relationship between the use of SNSs and users’ 
psychological distress. To reduce the likelihood of 
bias, selection criteria were identified on the basis of 
our research questions (see Introduction section). The 
inclusion criteria were that papers must be: (i) 
published in peer-reviewed journals, (ii) written in 
English, (iii) published between 2003 and 2020, and 
(iv) related to the research questions. Exclusion 
criteria ensured that selected articles would not be: (i) 
only focused to the context of general psychological 
distress (or similar), (ii) studies limited to general use 
of the Internet or Web 2.0 applications other than 
SNSs, such as content-oriented sites (e.g., Twitter) and 
(iii) non-academic studies .  
Search strategy In February 2019 a keyword 
search spanning the period between 2003 and 2020 
was executed in major databases (Scopus, Web of 
Science, PsycInfo and HMIC) to capture published 
research related to SNSs and psychological distress. 
Our search period started from 2003 as major SNSs 
were launched after this date. In addition. 
 We also looked at controlled vocabularies 
(Subject heading/Thesaurus) in databases for more 
complete search. Derived from some prior studies, the 
combination of terms (“Social Network SiteS” OR 
“Online Social Network SiteS” OR “Social media” 
OR “Social Networking SiteS”) AND (“psychological 
distress” OR “anxiety” OR “depression”) AND 
((“01/02/203”: “01/02/2020”)) AND ((English 
[lang])) was used to search titles and abstracts.  
Scopus and Web of Science were used as they are 
multidisciplinary databases and cover all the subject 
areas. PsycInfo and HMIC were used because they 
cover specialized studies in psychology and 
behavioural sciences as well as health service policy, 
management, and administration disciplines. 
Furthermore, we included major conference 
proceedings as well as Information Systems journals.  
 
Study Selection The search identified 340 
articles; the removal of duplicates left 156. Papers’ 
titles, abstracts and keywords were screened by both 
authors, which resulted in the exclusion of 94 articles 
which were not clearly pertinent: they did not match 
the research questions, and were focused on general 
internet use. Both authors assessed the 62 remaining 
independently and identified potentially relevant 
papers, with any disagreements resolved by 
discussion. In all, 33articles were excluded for the 
following reasons: no focus on SNSs (e.g., focus was 
on blogs or micro- blogging sites like Twitter), no 
focus on psychological distress in terms of anxiety and 
depression, and loneliness and being basic or 
laboratory science. This process resulted in 29 papers 
for final assessment (Appendix 1). Figure 1 illustrates 
the procedure of literature search and selection.  
 
We measured the reliability of agreement between 
ourselves with Krippendorff’s alpha (Krippendorff, 
2004), a well-suited measure of reliability in content 
analysis. A Krippendorff’s alpha of 0.890 was 
achieved, reflecting high reliability of agreement (this 
value should be 0.800 or higher)[9]. Next, each article 
was independently assessed by both authors for quality 
assessment. Some of the criteria for quantitative 
studies: 
 Analytic methods described/justified and 
appropriate?  
 Some estimate of variance is reported for the 
main results?  
 Controlled for confounding?  
  Method of subject/comparison group 
selection or source of information/input 
variables described and appropriate?  
 Outcome and (if applicable) exposure 
measure(s) well defined and robust to 
measurement/misclassification bias?  
 Means of assessment reported? 
 Some estimate of variance is reported for the 
main results?  
Criteria for qualitative studies were as following: 
 Study design evident and appropriate?  
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 Context for the study clear?  
 Connection to a theoretical framework/wider 
body of knowledge? 
 Sampling strategy described, relevant and 
justified?  
 Data collection methods clearly described 
and systematic? 
 Data analysis clearly described and 
systematic? 
 Use of verification procedure(s) to establish 
credibility?  
Data Extraction and Data Synthesis. The 
objective of this step was to synthesize the information 
obtained from the selected studies and summarize the 
results. To this end, all 29 articles were imported to 
NVivo for qualitative analysis. We selected NVivo for 
conducting our literature review because it maximizes 
precision with minimal effort, reduces reliance on 
memory and misplacing of important data, facilitates 
data handling and review, and enables rapid 
identification of co-occurring references in articles. 
We then coded the data extracted from each paper 
independently, and resolved disagreements by 
discussion. Data synthesis employed a narrative 
approach – a descriptive qualitative approach that is 
widely used in the synthesis of heterogeneous studies 
[9]. We analyzed the extracted information with 




2. Results  
     Thematic analysis, the process of collecting 
candidate themes and creating relationships between 
these themes, was used to identify, analyze, and report 
themes found in the reviewed papers. We analyzed the 
under review papers using NVivo 8, a software that 
facilitates the coding and sorting process [9]. Through 
six phases: familiarization with the data, generating 
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 
defining and naming themes, and producing the final 
reports. First, each paper was uploaded to NVivo and 
read several times, to obtain a sense of the entire paper. 
Content areas were developed based on theoretical 
assumptions derived from the literature. Within each 
content area, the text was divided into meaning units. 
The condensed meaning units were abstracted and 
labelled with a code. The various codes were 
compared and sorted into nodes in NVivo. Codes that 
were closely linked in meaning were formed into 
categories, creating the manifest content. Next, the 
underlying meanings – that is, the latent content – of 
these categories were formulated into themes. Themes 
were reviewed to compare and reconcile 
discrepancies, and themes with a similar meaning 
were combined in matching nodes.  
 
What types of SNS platforms have been studied? 
As table 1 (supplementary file 1) shows Facebook 
was the most popular SNS platform studied, while the 
remaining studies investigated one or more other 
platform, neglecting other cohorts of SNS users and 
their patterns of use and needs. Just two studies 
investigated MySpace (FB/MS), instant messaging 
(IMing; e.g., online instant messaging such as AOL 
IM, Microsoft Messenger, Google Talk, Yahoo! 
Messenger, iChat, ICQ, Skype, or eBuddy).  
How SNS use and users’ psychological distress 
were measured? 
SNS use was measured in terms of intensity of use 
that refers to the extent of user engagement in SNS 
activities and amount of time spent on the network on 
a typical day, frequency of use that refers to the 
number of times per unit of time that users use SNS, 
history of use – how long (years and months) people 
have been a member of an SNS, type of use either 
passive or active users, purpose of use (social purpose 
or nonsocial purpose),  size and structure of the SNS 
and quality of interactions(supportive or rumination). 
As table 1 (supplementary file 1) shows time spent on 
FEG 1. Flowchart of the systematic literature search 
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SNS and frequency of use were the most popular 
indexes for measuring SNS use. 
Studies have measured psychological distress in 
terms depression, anxiety and loneliness. Depression 
refers to feelings of sadness and/or a loss of interest in 
activities. Anxiety refers to fear that are strong enough 
to interfere with one's daily activities and loneliness 
which is related to feeling sad and unhappy about 
being socially isolated. As table 1 (supplementary file 
1) shows depression was the most popular 
measurement index of psychological distress used by 
most of studies. 
What are the mediators of the relationship 
between SNS use and psychological distress? 
Reviewed studies have shown the poor and 
negative quality of communications conducted in SNS 
is associated with experiencing psychological distress. 
Depressive rumination, narcissistic behavior patterns, 
and unmanaged use is also related to experiencing 
depression and anxiety. SNS use for entertainment 
contributes positively in experiencing higher level of 
loneliness. Figure 2 shows factors that can mediate the 
impact of SNS use on psychological distress.  
 
 Depressive rumination: reviewed studies have 
shown that disruptive and negative interactions in 
SNS is related to experiencing psychological 
distress in terms of depression, anxiety and 
loneliness. There are many opportunities that can 
enhance miscommunications and mishandled 
expectations in SNS environment.  Depressive 
rumination, a response style where an individual 
repetitive focus on their pain and negative 
interactions, in SNS are linked to growth and 
maintenance of anxiety and depression.  
 Narcissistic behaviour: SNS use can also be 
associated with drop in one’s self-esteem and 
increase of narcissistic behavior and consequently 
experiencing anxiety and depression.  
People use SNS for various purposes, sometimes 
users tend to overstate their personal, professional 
and other qualities while at the same time hiding 
their potential faults.  In some situations, SNS 
compare others and perceives other users are 
happier and more successful than themselves and 
this can lead to jealously and consequently to 
higher level of psychological distress.  
In social networking setting, people tend to 
exaggerate their qualities and their happiness 
while at the same time hiding their potential faults 
and this may be one of the factors affecting mood 
in online users and be associated to experiencing 
depression and anxiety. 
 Excessive and unsupervised SNS use: 
unmanaged, unsupervised time and excessive 
amount of tine spent on SNS use, and addictive 
online behavior use can reduce the available time 
for conventional face-to face interaction which 
can lead to loneliness. Unmanaged SNS use can 
lead to experience of negative social 
communications (e.g. cyberbullying), and in turn 
feeling higher level of depression and anxiety. 
 SNS use for entertainment: studies showed that 
SNS use for nonsocial purpose and entertainment 
was related too higher level of loneliness and 
consequently psychological distress.  
 
        FEG 2. SNS use and psychological distress 
 
4. Recommendations for future studies 
     Most of the studies have focused on healthy 
population samples, such as university students, 
adolescents, and school children. Future studies are 
therefore encouraged to consider other groups of SNS 
users, such as elderly, people with reduced mobility 
and/or those living with serious health conditions and 
chronic disease, people in vulnerable situations as well 
as people living in remote geographical areas. 
    There was not a strong theoretical background in 
any of the reviewed studies.  Strong theoretical 
foundations are needed to explain negative 
consequences of SNS use as well as factors that can 
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moderate the negative outcome. In addition the 
reviewed studies haven’t shown the long-term 
impacts of the use of SNSs on individuals’ 
psychological distress. Future studies are encouraged 
to employ longitudinal approaches for demonstrating 
the long-term effects of SNSs use. It is recommended 
that future empirical studies should be conducted to 
longitudinally examine the relationship between SNS 
use and factors that moderates the impact of SNS use 
users’ psychological distress.  
As most of studies investigated Facebook as SNS 
future research should also examine whether these 
findings generalize to other online social network. 
 
5. Conclusion  
       This systematic review examined the recent 
research on associations between SNSs and 
psychological distress.  The results of the study 
contribute to understanding of the circumstances that 
make the use of social networking to higher level of 
psychological distress including negative interaction, 
excessive use, and unsupervised use. Implications for 
understanding circumstances that increase social 
networking, as well as resulting negative interactions 
and negative affect are discussed. This study presents 
some factors that mediate the relationship between 
SNS use and experiencing psychological distress in 
SNS environment. It shows why some people are 
placed at risk once they use SNS, and enable users to 
address the detriments the use of SNSs may have on 
their mental health. This is important because, as 
alluded to earlier, the public has been very interested 
in whether social networking can be a breeding ground 
for depression. This study can inform policy makers 
and practice of the factors that mediates relationship 
between SNS use and psychological distress and will 
help them to develop strategies to reduce 
psychological stress experienced in SNS. 
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